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Preface

Heading up to Hatch, the back way, along Highway 185. Wandering through the serene pecan orchards, passing small farms and old homesteads before crossing the Rio Grande River. Leisurely driving along in anticipation for the first day of the Hatch Chile Festival … the smell of roasting chile in the air, sweet music, and smiling faces all around. A burlap bag of fresh-picked Hatch green chile ready to roast, a cold beer, and a “World Famous” green chile cheeseburger await. It’s gonna be a good day in Hatch.
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Introduction

HATCH CHILE MAC, HATCH CHRISTMAS ENCHILADAS, Hatch Chile Caramel Ice Cream Shake, Hatch Chile Dirty Martini, and don’t forget the famous Hatch Green Chile Cheeseburger. Sound intriguing? You have heard of Hatch chile, right? Hatch chile is known around the world. The New York Times, LA Times, the Food Network, Southern Living Magazine, and many other outlets have reported on our beloved Hatch chile. It has a strong following among celebrity chefs, politicians, actors, and restaurateurs, but more importantly, it is beloved by people just like you and me.

I call it “Heavenly Hatch.” It’s a beautiful valley along the Rio Grande in southern New Mexico, a farming community with a small village nestled in the middle, with a population around seventeen hundred. The tiny village of Hatch is known as the Chile Capital of the World.1

This is no surprise to me as a New Mexican, and it warrants a trip or two every month to my local grocer or farmers market to get my chile fix. During the late summer harvest, I often take the beautiful drive forty miles up the road from my home in Las Cruces, New Mexico, to get my chile, freshly picked and roasted for an authentic experience. I have a confession: I eat chile nearly every day—some days red, some days green, some days both. During the harvest season the unforgettable scent of roasting chiles hangs in the air across the Hatch Valley. It is addicting.

Hatch, New Mexico, boasts neighbors like Virgin Galactic and the Spaceport right up the road, as well as Sparky’s Burgers, Barbeque, and Espresso, a James Beard award nominee. The Chile Pepper Institute, at New Mexico State University (just down the hall from my office), is an international horticultural institute devoted to educating the world about chile peppers. This is the heart of chile country. Every Labor Day weekend brings the Hatch Chile Festival: two days of celebrating Hatch chile via parades, chile-eating contests, dancing, chile tasting, and carnivals. Chile lovers from around the country (over thirty thousand in 2021) come to celebrate Hatch chile. It has been happening since the 1970s and gets better every year.

If you pull off I-25 going north or south at the Hatch exit, you’ll find chile shops with chile ristras hanging out front and “Open” signs asking for your business. The line outside of Sparky’s Burgers, Barbeque, and Espresso and the smell of the grill tells you it’s time for a World-Famous Green Chile Cheeseburger, their bestselling burger. Turning west on Hall Street leads to more chile shops filled with salsas, ristras, and beautiful tin yard ornaments galore. You may want to stop in at the Village Market, where you can grab a green chile chicken burrito or the Friday Special, which is usually freshly made green or red chile enchiladas.

I have lived in chile country for the past thirty years, creating and writing over fifteen hundred Mexican, Tex Mex, Southwest, and border-­style recipes. So, I appreciate a good culinary experience, especially created with Hatch chile—something I can always find in the village. So, the question is, When are you coming to Hatch?


Hatch

Established in 1880 between the Santa Fe Railroad and the Rio Grande River, the town was originally named Santa Barbara (in 1851). Its name was changed a few years later to honor General E. Hatch, the commander of nearby Fort Thorn. Hundreds of folks came to homestead the land in the valley. Many of today’s families are descendants of immigrants from Europe and early Spanish settlers.2

They came because of the proximity of this valley to the river. The soil, the hot summer days, and the cool nights create the perfect environment to grow a high-quality chile with thick texture, good flavor, and a high heat level. Settlers in the Hatch Valley started growing chile in the early 1900s. Through the years, this agricultural community has focused on improving and growing Hatch chile; however, farmers also grow onions, lettuce, cabbage, sweet potatoes, watermelon, pecans, wheat, and cotton.



Hatch Chile

Hatch chile peppers are versatile and full of flavor. They manifest different levels of heat and have the ability to elevate the flavor of almost any culinary combination. These long, green chile peppers, grown for decades in the Hatch Valley by legendary farming families, are the signature crop of New Mexico. In the 1920s Fabian Garcia, a pioneer horticulturist from Mexico, began to breed and standardize green chile peppers at the New Mexico Agricultural College (now known as New Mexico State University). The “hot” varieties of Hatch chile were enjoyed regionally; however, sales of chile outside the region were limited due to the high heat levels. Over the next few decades, horticulturists working with local farmers were able to develop seed varieties that produced chile with lower levels of heat, creating the opportunity for growers to sell chiles to consumers not as accustomed to heat throughout the United States and eventually around the world.

Hatch chile enjoys a pure, crisp earthy flavor and dense texture. Thousands of acres are harvested annually in late summer, producing tons of fresh green chile.3 A portion of this chile is sold fresh to roadside stands, individuals, and grocery stores across the country, where it is roasted for immediate consumption or stored in home freezers for the winter. The remaining portion is processed for the food manufacturing market by many local processors.

Processed chile includes dehydrated, frozen, freeze-dried, canned, and pickled varieties. Dehydrated chile is used as a component in spice mixes for flavorings in soups, sauces, dips, and in processed foods for the food-service industry. Wet-processed chile is used for canned, frozen, and pickled products utilized in sauces and prepared meals and snacks, sold directly to retailers and food-service sectors.

Through the years, chile from the Hatch Valley became more and more popular through agricultural innovation, marketing partnerships, and the establishment of the Hatch Chile Festival. Eventually, Hatch Valley growers pursued trademark certification protecting their crop’s
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